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Malaysian National Cinema: 
An Identity Crisis? 
Asiah Sarji 
Of late, issues of national cinema have sparked much debates and 
discourses in the context of Malaysian cinema. Nonetheless, the 
definition(s) and conception(s) of what constitutes a "Malaysian 
film" remain vague and unclear. There is to date still insufficient 
critical analysis examining how popular discourses of nationalism 
and national identities have shaped the development of the Malaysian 
film industry. This essay attempts to investigate and propose what 
constitutes a "Malaysian" film, arguing for the protection of a 
national cinema and acknowledging the critical role that films play 
in the process of national idealism. 
Introduction 
This essay deals with theoretical and ideological issues of two major 
concepts: national cinema; and national identity. Both concepts have 
been the focus of attention by theorists and scholars ever since film 
studies became a formal academic discipline. The root of the problem 
concerns national identity where concepts such as "nation" and 
"nationalism" have been the focus of many discourses. No matter how 
diverse the perspectives'of the way in which the concept is perceived, 
and some filmmakers themselves even refuse to be identified with any 
form of cultural identity discourse (VenderBurgh, 1996), the controversies 
still reign. Of late, issues such as national identity and national cinema 
have been crucial to many Malaysians. This is because: 1. Historically, 
concepts such as national identity and national cinema was never an 
issue in the context of Malaysian cinema, therefore, the concepts have 
not been appropriately defined, postulated and tested until recently; 2. 
The concept of national cinema, which was openly defined and agreed 
upon under the principal of the National Cultural Policy, is now being 
challenged. Is the concept of national culture, after all, still relevant? 
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Malaysian Cinema in Crisis? 
Historically, culturally and institutionally, the mainstream film community 
has always regarded Malay films as Malaysian films. The FIN AS Act 
stated that films that can represent Malaysia to international exhibitions 
and festivals are films made by Malaysians in the Malay language. The 
basis of this policy is derived from the National Cultural Policy, which 
was accepted by Malaysians in 1971 and endorsed by the government 
of Malaysia. Some claim that the policy was never accepted 
democratically by the people. The purpose of this policy was to instill the 
spirit of unity among the multicultural population of Malaysia. 
Among other things, the policy stated that, the indigenous culture of 
this region, which is the Malay culture, is the basis of the National Cultural 
Policy, and the Malay language is the national language. One of the 
elements of the Malaysian identity rests on the adoption of this policy 
into activities which have their significance at national and international 
levels. Film is one of them. Films made in other languages are considered 
ethnic films. Recently, this policy was openly challenged in several 
meetings and workshops in Malaysia. 
I look at this challenge as one of the crises in Malaysian cinema. 
Other crises have always been economic in nature. 
The film industry in Malaysia is now experiencing a revitalizing age. 
The number and the frequency of Malaysians who go to the cinemas 
have increased tremendously. The types of audiences who go to the 
movies have changed are more educated, and are mostly of a younger 
age group. 
The number of feature films produced annually has also increased; 
the cost of making films has increased nearly three folds as compared to 
ten years ago. The frequency of Malaysian participation in international 
film exhibitions and festivals has also doubled either at official or individual 
levels. Many have earned recognition by winning awards. 
The effort put up by FINAS to develop the industry has shown 
some positive results. The number of trained film workers has increased. 
People are more confident to invest in film-related businesses. More 
young filmmakers participate in the production of films. They have earned 
tremendous confidence from the investors. A majority of them are in the 
mainstream film circuit. 
There is, however, a group of young filmmakers who make short 
films and low-budget (video / digital) films. They have been known as 
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the "independent" or "indie" filmmakers. They seem to enjoy the freedom 
of expressing their ideologies and artistic inclinations. They have, as 
well, earned recognition internationally. Their participation at the 
international film festivals has always been on a rather private basis, 
with very little or almost no official endorsement. On top of that, they 
have been regarded "different" from mainstream filmmakers, as in many 
ways, their works depart from conventional filmmaking. 
The spoken language of the film varies, as many films have been 
made in Chinese, Tamil and English. The perspective put forth in the film 
narratives is non-conventional. This group, with the support from some 
quarters, believes that they deserve recognition from the government 
which eventually, they won, by getting incentives in terms of money and 
other forms of recognition. They have always been given opportunities 
in expressing their opinions and ideas. They have their representatives in 
committees and in other form of meetings. However, they would like to 
see their works, in whatever language used, to be officially recognized 
as a Malaysian film. While some other groups have seen this move as 
unpatriotic. How can films in other languages, which originate from other 
countries in the world, be considered a Malaysian film? They are seen 
as trying to disfigure the identity of Malaysian films. What is Malaysian 
film? What is Malaysian cinema? Is Malaysian film a national film? 
These are some of the questions with which this essay will deal. 
Conceptual Definition 
One way of approaching the crisis is by defining concepts in questions, 
including concepts of "nation," "nationalism" and "national cinema." 
Nation 
It is almost inescapable to mention the concept of the nation without 
making reference to Benedict Anderson (1983). He explicated that a 
nation is an "imagined community." He based this on the definition made 
by Hugh Seton-Watson (1977). Seton-Watson wrote: "a nation exists 
when a significant number of people in a community consider themselves 
to form a nation, or behave as if they formed one." Anderson amended 
this sentence by stating: "We may translate 'consider themselves' as 
'imagine themselves.'" Briefly, his explications suggest that the nation is 
an "imagined community" forged through several critical factors, including 
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anti-colonial struggles, the existence of print media and public debate. 
As Anthony Smith (2000) observes that the nation is "the product of 
modernization and modernity, and of the secular, modern intelligentsia 
which creates and disseminates the historical myths of nationhood." 
Nationalism 
"Nationalism," according to Cheah Boon Kheng (2004), is the desire to 
create or establish a nation or nation-state. It energizes and legitimizes 
the aspirations and discontents of ethnic communities, large and small. 
National Cinema 
As is the case of "nation," another problematic concept to define is 
national cinema because it, too, lacks clarity and specificity. As Andrew 
Higson (2002) noted, there are many ways to define "national cinema." 
Different governments in devising film policies have used this term to 
promote particular forms of film that suits the national agenda. Film 
critics have also employed this term for their own purposes, such as to 
distinguish films in a hierarchical system to judge if a particular film is 
"good" or "bad." 
Historically, the concept originates when the distribution and exhibition 
of local films were being threatened by the influx of foreign films into 
some countries in the world as experienced by France, Germany, Britain 
and Italy after the First World War. Since the early years of film history, 
Hollywood cinema controlled a majority of the film market in those 
countries. One way of challenging it was for these countries to invent a 
new type of film product. French filmmakers like Abel Gance, Louis 
Delluc, Germaine Dulac, Marcel L'Herbier and Jean Epstein created 
the impressionist film movement, which is abstract and artistic in form 
and style. The German resorted to expressionist film, while the Italians 
introduced the war film genre. All were filmed and distributed by the 
people from these countries. 
Based on the historical events above, it is useful to define national 
cinema as a cinema created and produced locally about the locals, using 
local resources. In as much as this is the case, other than being "local," 
the form and style of the product has to be distinguished from the imported 
ones. More prominently, a product by a nation has to reflect, in some 
ways, the nation, imbued with localized trademarks and identities. What 
I mean by "identity" here are elements which can represent the spirits 
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and aspirations of the nation. The problems also beset many countries 
such as Canada (VenderBurgh, 1996). The more heterogeneous the 
culture, the more difficult it is to provide a clear-cut definition of one 
nation's cinema (be it, for example, Canadian cinema, British cinema or 
Malaysian cinema). Indeed, the definition above is not adequate to 
describe the notion of national cinema. This is another issue to look into. 
As discussed by van der Heide (2002), discussions of national cinema 
are typically agenda-driven, proposing a specific set of images of both 
cinema and nation, so that one "naturally" belongs to the other and is 
absorbed by it. The cinema is then a means of "speaking the nation" in 
all its (constructed) uniqueness. The connection between "speaking the 
nation" and "selling the nation" becomes all the more inevitable when 
the rhetoric of both nationalism and marketing emphasize qualities of 
uniqueness, distinctiveness and patriotism. Along a similar vein, this essay 
will also propose that the term "representing the nation" acquires an 
institution (and economic) as well as an analytical and cultural objective 
- it is not just "how" a cinema represents the nation, as Heidi asserts, 
but also "how successfully" it does so. 
This essay looks at the concept of national cinema by using and 
mobilizing three dimensional approaches. The first two approaches are 
proposed by Cooke (1996) and the third dimension by the writer. 
The Institutional Dimension 
From the institutional point-of-view, the film which carries the name of a 
country, such as Malaysian film, or British film, can be seen as synonymous 
with the film industry of that country, the sector responsible for financing, 
producing, distributing and exhibiting films in that country. In order to 
identify as to whether the film can carry the name of that country, such 
as a Malaysian film, one has to examine the manner in which the four 
elements of the institutions are being managed. What are the four 
elements? First, who finances the film, the local or foreign financiers? If 
it is a joint-venture, how much is local and how much is foreign? In the 
case of Britain and Canada, there have been a lot of confusion regarding 
this aspect of film policy. What is the policy of the state or the authority 
regarding this arrangement? Have we clearly stated this aspect of the 
policy in our National Film Policy? 
Second, we need to identify the distributors of the films; who 
distributes locally-made films? Are they local or foreign distributors? 
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These two elements concern the economic aspect of the film industry. 
In the case of British and Canada, the financiers and distributors from 
the United States of America have been seen as the major factor in 
pushing the film authority of these countries to be extra concerned about 
their industries. 
The third element is on the exhibition of the film product. Because 
of the forces of the market economy, in Britain, the distribution and 
exhibition sectors of film produced are dominated by American companies 
who make sure that American films have precedence on the cinema 
circuits, squeezing out the lower profile British products which cannot 
compete with the mega-budgets and high concept marketing strategies 
of the Hollywood films (Cooke, 1999). 
The fourth element concerns the production side of filmmaking. Who 
are the people behind the scenes? How many skilled local film workers 
are absorbed into one film project especially when it involves foreign 
film projects? Here again, the consideration is on the economic return of 
the project: how much income can be generated?; and how much money 
will flow out of the country? A country can be proud of its product, if the 
film produced, contains at least three-quarter of the elements mentioned 
above. 
For example, in Malaysia, if one of the institutional elements is taken 
into account as the major factor of eligibility to represent the country at 
the international film exhibition, Malaysia must detail each of the elements 
above in its policy as the criteria of a Malaysian film. Otherwise, it can 
leave a lot of damages not only to the local film industry but also to the 
local culture. 
The Cultural Dimension 
Other dimension to look into, of whether a film belongs to a particular 
country, is the cultural side of the cinema. The cultural perspective of 
the film industry focuses on the representation of the life and culture of 
the people and country on film, and the part that those films play in 
defining and projecting an image of the nation. With this approach, it 
becomes possible to assess the contribution that the cinema makes to 
the forging of a national identity and a national culture. 
There are three aspects of cultural elements that can be used as a 
guide in identifying how much a film belongs to one country. The first 
aspect concerns the mise-en-scene of a film; the second aspect concerns 
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the story and its author; and the third aspect deals with the speech of the 
film. In other words, these three elements will enable someone to 
distinguish between films made by Malaysian from films produced by 
other cultures. 
Regarding the first element, the mise-en-scene of a film, location, 
the presentation of the scene, artifacts and other forms of representation, 
can provide one of the first signifiers of the "Malaysian-ness" in a film. 
The story and authorship of a film have been regarded as important 
in almost every culture of the world. The author represents the mind and 
soul of the culture from where he or she comes. To have a script written 
fully by the locals, is even stronger evidence that the film is Malaysian. 
On the other hand, there are locals who disassociate themselves with 
local cultures. Can the product of these people be considered local? 
The third one is with regard to the speech of a film. Speech, and 
especially accents, whether regional dialects or distinguished by a working 
middle or upper class intonation, can be regarded as the signifier of 
Malaysian-ness or British-ness of a film. In India, for example, movies 
are produced in all 15 major local languages, the same goes with Pakistan, 
Sri Lanka and Hong Kong (Lent, 1990). The director of award-winning 
film, Nyamanto, Sissoko, is very proud of African films which speak 
African languages on film (Diawara & Robinson, 1987). In other words, 
language has always been the authentic indicator of a country's cultural 
identity. 
In relation to this issue, in Malaysia, the Malay-language film has 
always been the trademark of Malaysian films. Ever since films were 
made in Malaya, Malay-language films have been synonymously related 
to the film industry in Malaya. Among the very early films were Untuk 
Sesuap Nasi and Bunga Percintaan produced by Syarikat Rimau Film, 
the first coloured film Buloh Perindu produced by Ho Ah Loke, and 
Shaw Brothers produced films by the name of Mutiara, Ibu Tiri, 
Bermadu and Tiga Kekasih. Interestingly, these films, although use the 
Malay language, the financiers and the men behind the scene are not 
Malays in origin, as they were originally from Hong Kong, India and the 
Philippines. What does the policy say about this? 
When the Malay language was promoted as the national language 
and the official language of the country, the position of the Malay language 
as the language of film should be stronger, instead the issue of eligibility 
of Malay language as the official language of film has been openly 
challenged and questioned. Some insist that the country must review the 
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policy of the Malay language as the language of film. Although the 
National Film Policy (Malaysia, 2005) does not mention the issue of 
language, the FINAS Act 1981 stated clearly that the Malay language 
was the language of Malaysian film. Can languages of other ethnic origins 
be considered as the language of Malaysian film such as Chinese, Tamil, 
Hindi, Ibanese, etc? Will these ethnic languages carry and reflect the 
cultural identity of Malaysia? 
The Legal Dimension 
The legal dimension of a film industry deals with the rules, regulations 
and ethics of film productions. Some are documented, and some are 
embedded in the cultural norms of the filmmakers. What is written as 
rules and regulations of a film and cyber laws represent the beliefs, 
attitudes and practices of the people of that particular country. Some 
may not agree with what is written in the film law especially on censorship; 
some may find it too lenient, while the remaining find it appropriate. 
In Malaysia, the origin of the censorship law goes back to the theatre 
ordinance of 1895. The purpose was to coordinate and manage the theatre 
presentation including the content such as the story, morality of the actors, 
and safety of the building. When it was amended in 1908, the definition 
of theatre was adjusted to include cinema and the presentation of Malay 
dance, which was ronggeng. When it was amended again in 1917, the 
focus was on film censorship. The original reason for censorship was 
based on political and moral issues. Until this day, the censorship laws 
remain strong. On top of that Malaysian film must abide by the FINAS 
Act 1981. If the film is recorded on a digital medium and exhibited on a 
private television, it has to abide by the Malaysian Communication and 
Multimedia Commission Act 1998. 
The issue pertains to when some members of the Malaysian film 
industry have openly questioned the need to censor artistic works at 
time when anybody can get hold of uncensored works easily. Therefore, 
the present censorship law is seen as no longer applicable. Thus, 
according to this belief, it has to be abolished. 
However, others believe that the laws must stay and should be strictly 
enforced. In Malaysia, a study conducted by Samsuddin and Latifah 
(2005) supports this view. The law is an instrument to preserve the cultural 
identity of a country from being swept away by the strong wave of 
globalization. The source of globalization has been widely identified and 
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comes from the centre of mass produced popular culture, which is the 
United States of America. Britain and Canada have gone through the 
traumatic experience of being tormented by American culture in their 
film industry. Therefore, they still believe in having some forms of 
censorship in their films. 
VenderBurgh (1996) stated that the Massey Report of 1951 and 
1980 mentioned the cultural impact of foreign domination of culture in 
film on the Canadian life. In 1951, the report wrote that, "the first full-
scale review of the Canadian State's cultural policy, in the form of a 
somber, almost mournful, appraisal of the adverse effects of commercial 
American culture on the Canadian psyche." Not only was American 
culture beginning to be perceived as commercial treat to Canadian 
entertainment media such as radio and film, but feature films in particular 
were acknowledged as vehicles of widespread indoctrination of American 
ideological perspectives (VenderBurgh, 1996). Thirty years later, the 
Massey Report made the same statement about the American domination 
in the Canadian media which was found as even more significant. 
Conclusion 
The Malaysian cinema is a cinema, which institutionally, culturally, and 
legally represents the people and culture of Malaysia. Is Malaysian 
cinema a national cinema? The concept of national has always been 
connected to the concept of nation and nationhood. The market forces 
and the hegemony of a dominant foreign culture have always smeared 
the concept of nation and nationhood. The British have been trying to 
describe the concept of national cinema in the context of British cinema; 
somehow, they have failed. This is due to the fact that British cinema 
has been living under the shadow of Hollywood. According to Cooke 
(2003), the situation has worsened in recent years as a result of a 
combination of government neglect and Hollywood's increasing global 
domination. 
However, it has been proven that, generally the countries which 
support their film industries either institutionally, culturally or politically 
can cushion the impact of globalization on their cultural industry (Mast 
& Kawin, 2003; VenderBurg, 1996). Even if the country whose film 
industry practices a complete open market system like the one in Poland 
where there are no signs of crisis in its industry, still something more 
meaningful needs to be done. Haltof (1995) wrote that, the problem 
151 
Jurnal Skrin Malaysia 
facing new cinema, not only in Poland but in all of East-Central Europe, 
is to find a new voice to adequately express the "national" while 
incorporating other cinematic discourse. 
Based on the discussion above, I have identified that the national 
cinema is a cinema which contains elements of a nation's national identity, 
appearing in the form of characters, personality or actions of one of its 
many native sons (Bashiri, 1999). The national cinema represents the 
culture, ideology, regionalism, tribalism and ethnicity in relation to concepts 
of nation and nationalism. Films about national heroes, nationalism, and 
aspirations of the people have always been described as national film / 
cinema. 
Historically, concepts of national cinema and national identity have 
never strongly existed as issues in the Malaysian film world, therefore 
the concepts need to be scientifically tested and redefined. In order to 
do so, we have to study our film history. The history can help a person to 
know and to understand our cultural space and our cultural movement. 
The concept of national cinema which has been openly defined and 
agreed upon under the principal of national culture, is now being 
challenged. But, is the concept still relevant today? For this reason, we 
have to reexamine the Malaysian Cultural Policy in order to ascertain 
our stand on these issues. We also have to revisit our film history, discover 
our strength and reflect whether what we are doing and what we are 
thinking today parallels the culture and ideology of our nation. 
Due to the forceful nature of globalization and the wave of internal 
dynamic, as what we have learned from the experience of others in 
different parts of the world, we have to revitalize our understanding on 
those concepts as to retain our rationale so that we can look at the issue 
in a proper perspective without jeopardizing our cultural identity. 
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